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Preface
The ever-evolving novel form has borne witness to
numerous stages of development.

Seventeenth- and

eighteenth-century novelists embraced their contemporary
traditions and utilized them as methods for creating this
new form.

Epistles, the major mode of communication for the

day, became the fashion for creating the "letter novel."
Works such as Samuel Richardson's Pamela (1740) and Clarissa
(1748) popularized the form and lent credence to the
developing genre.

However, the letters contained within

these early works were more a means of developing character
than plot or theme.

These early works presented the

seventeenth- and eighteenth-century reader with character
types, types that beckoned these readers to join them on
their adventures.
However, as novelists began to experiment with the form
and fashion of the novel, the epistolary tradition began to
relinquish its foothold to more complex narrative
strategi es.

The desire to create more complex plots and

themes left novelists searching for ways to present tho
elements adequately; thus, early modes of char ct riz tion
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were replaced by more "philosophical" approaches to the
developing novel genre.

Ironically, some two centuries

after the epistolary novel seemed to fade into the
background of literary history, Alice Walker revived the
form with The Color Purple (1982}, a widely read novel which
traces, through letters, the growth and maturity of a poor
black woman.

Celie's letters reveal a theme of triumph

through endurance, a theme expressed with great emotion and
sentiment in each letter Celie writes.
Lee Smith's Fair and Tender Ladies (1988} builds upon
the concept of revealing a theme through letters as well;
Ivy Rowe's letters reflect the identical sense of triumph
over tragedy.

Like Celie, Ivy pours every ounce of emotion

into the letters, letters reflecting her hopes, fears, and
desires, letters of discovery and celebration.
Both Walker and Smith allow their themes, as well as
their complex characters, to unfold in these very personal
and often very emotional letters, a characteristic not
prevalent in many of the early epistolary works.

Whereas

novels such as Clarissa contained letters which dealt with
the more trivial aspects of life, aspects better suit d to
characterization alone, The Color Purple and =F='"---..:;:.,;-=--c.===-
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Ladies combine the art of characterization and the unfolding
of a plot and a central theme in their respective letters.
So what does the reappearance of the epistolary form
mean for the modern novel?

These two recent works represent

a new direction for the novel form.

Returning to an early

tradition, these authors have taken that tradition one step
further.

Walker and Smith have redefined the epistolary

form and perhaps redirected the evolution of the modern
novel.

As students of literature we can only speculate what

impact these two women and their works may have on the form.
But in order to arrive at some systematic analysis of their
impact, we must first reconsider the earlier traditions of
the epistolary novel.
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I.

The Epistolary Tradition

In order to understand where the epistolary tradition
has gone, one must first understand the origins of the
tradition that resulted in what we know as the modern novel.
Scholars agree that the novel form we study today flourished
in England during the mid-seventeenth century; however, a
closer look at the evolution of the English novel reveals a
strong influence from the French, particularly the French
epistolary works.

These works, consisting mostly of manuals

concerned with letter-writing and letter collections,
prompted the English writers to turn towards the mode as a
possible narrative method for creative works.

And although

most scholars consider Samuel Richardson the founder of the
epistolary novel and indeed the English novel form, a closer
analysis reveals that Richardson simply enjoyed a better
reputation, for there were many examples of the form years
before this English writer picked up his quill.
The English publishing industry flourished during th
early eighteenth century; Ian Watt, in =T�h=e-'-R=is
� ;..;;...___.,_==
Novel, states, ''In 1724 Samuel Negus, a printer, compl in d

I
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that the number of printing presses in London had increased
to 70; but by 1757 another printer, Strahan, estimated that
there were between 150 and 200 constantly employed" (37).
The actual numbers of epistolary works cited by scholars
differ, but according to Natascha Wurzbach, " . . . there
were about fifty to a hundred epistolary short stories and
novels before Richardson . . . " (ix).

However, literary

history tells us that Richardson's Pamela (1740) and
Clarissa (1748) gave the form prominence.

Estimates reveal

that epistolary works made up approximately twenty percent
of the fiction of the eighteenth century (Wurzbach ix).
With a form so popular one must consider the impact the form
made upon English writers of the period; one must also
consider an age which fostered the art of letter writing and
the willingness of the general public to embrace such a
narrative strategy.
Eighteenth-century England ushered in a new sense of
nationality for the British crown.

With the monarchy

restored in 1660, the citizenry felt a greater freedom in
the realm of artistic endeavors.

Publishing rights became

less const raining and government censorship becam
restrictive.

l ss

The era bred men and women of 1 tt r , p op
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who allowed leisure time and leisure activities to become a
focal point for their writing.

With the focus shifting

away, temporarily, from political and international affairs,
the general public became increasingly interested in probing
the social circles and discovering and uncovering plots,
passions, and scandals worthy of fiction.

Such desires

presented writers with the perfect opportunity to embrace
the form so loved by earlier French authors.

Diaries,

journals, and later epistles allowed readers a sense of
eaves-dropping which had previously escaped the works of the
English forebearers.

Paul Hunter, in his study of early

English fiction, notes, "Books were trying to be what
letters then were, a presence-in-absence, a communication
. not too intimate and yet thoroughly personal" (159).
Such eavesdropping had occupied French writing for some
years prior to its introduction in England.

Seventeenth

century French authors used letter-writing as the focus of
several manual-like publications.

The popularity of these

manuals and of the art of letter-writing paved the way for
such English works as The Wit's Academy (1677), The Youn
Secretary's Guide (1687), The Lover's secretar

(1692),

the eventual use of the form in fiction (Wurzbach xiii).

nd
As
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the letter-writing tradition began to take shape, so did the
shape of the novel.

The two forms collided, thus enabling

us to read and study the form we know as the epistolary
novel.
Robert Day, in a study of the form entitled Told in
Letters, discusses the origins of the tradition and the
impact it made upon literature prior to Richardson's work.
Day only mentions the early manuals dealing with letter
writing, choosing to focus upon the fictional works " . . .
in which letters partly or entirely fictitious, serve as the
narrative medium or figure significantly in the conduct of
the story'' (5).

Day's analysis places the form into a

distinct period in literary history, falling between the
autobiographical/ objective works that simply describe
events and actions, and what he terms the "complex,
analytical, subjective novel of the nineteenth-century" (6).
Having defined the tradition and established its niche in
literary history, we must now consider the characteristics
of the form that aided in the shaping of the modern novel.
As Day explains, the development of the letter novel,
as it is sometimes called, was influenced primarily by two
earlier forms, the Ovidian wooing story and the Fr nch
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romance; both allow the hero to woo the heroine through
personal and passionate love letters (11).

The popularity

of the brief novella, a form flourishing in France during
the mid-seventeenth century, also prompted writers to begin
to look upon the epistle as a mode of narration in fiction
(Day 23).

Janet Gurkin Altman, in Epistolarity:

Approaches

to a Form, cites Claude Joseph Dorat's Les Liasons
dangereuses

(1782) as one of the earliest and best known

French epistolary novels; here ''the letter is an insidious
plot used by the seducer to break down his victim's
resistance" (15).

Letters, though not composing entire

works, began to infiltrate English works, and the period
between 1660 and 1740 saw the publication of approximately
five hundred pieces of letter fiction (Day 29).

However, it

would be incorrect to assume that the epistolary tradition
focused entirely upon the romance story.

Indeed, Day places

letter fiction into one of four different categories: love
stories, adventures/journeys, spy letters, and scandals
(29).

In an age characterized by both romance and

adventures, as well as by international intrigue and soci l
and political scandals, the epistolary form found
with any and all plot structures.

One of th

rli

horn
t

nd
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most popular works of epistolary fiction was Lettres
Portugaises (1669), con-sisting of five letters written by a
Portuguese nun to her lover.

The work survived several

printings and appeared in its tenth edition in 1740
(Wurzbach 3).

Shortly after the publishing of Lettres

Portugaises, Letters Writ by a Turkish Spy appeared,
containing some eight volumes of letters supposedly written
by a spy serving time in prison for espionage (Day 41).
Both works enjoyed a good deal of attention in England,
attention that certainly influenced the evolving literary
forms there.

And it is the development of the form in

England and the later revival in the United States
which serves as the focus here.

For following the

popularity of Lettres Portugaises and Letters Writ by a
Turkish Spy, the English writers began to look towards the
epistolary tradition as something more than just a subject
for a manual.

Two of the most popular pre-Richardson works

of epistolary fiction were Aphra Behn's Love-Letters Between
a Nobleman and His Sister, written in three parts in 1683,
1685, 1687, and Love-Letters
Messalina.

of

Pol dorus .

and

Behn's first installment appeared in 1683, bing

comprised mostly of letters; the second installment (168

10

combined the use of letters and straight-forward narration,
while the final piece (1687) used letters rather
infrequently (Day 160).

Although Robert Day admits that

this work is less than superior he does recognize its
merits, among them a well developed plot and an established
point of view (161).

Day notes Behn's ability to allow her

letters to become a part of the plot; they vary in length
and style and are relative to each specific letter's role in
the developing plot and theme (163).

It appears to have

been Behn's work that broke away from epistolary works which
were less than dynamic; Day comments that her work included
"a liveliness and tension found before only in objective
stories of intrigue; and she did it by legitimately
developing the epistolary method's potentiality, widening
its scope to include time, space, characters, and setting"
(164).
The anonymous Love-Letters (of] Polydorus .

. .

and

Messalina, appearing late in the century, resembles Behn's
work, though most scholars believe the work to have been an
imitation of Behn's style (Day 165).

The love affair

between the two principals serves as the focus her
however, Day notes that the novel does allow for M s

lin 's
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character to develop a certain degree of depth (165).

The

novelist also experiments with the narrative tradition here
with a contrast between reality and the dream world (Day
166).

Following the publication of Behn's work and the

imitative work, the epistolary form took its true shape.
The early eighteenth century saw the publication of several
English epistolary works prior to Richardson.
Robert Day cites four novels as particularly good
examples of the pre-Richardson epistolary form:
Perfidious P

The

(1702), Lindamira (1702), Olinda's

Adventures (1693 and later), and Familiar Letters Betwixt a
Gentleman and a Lady (1725) (Day 177).

Apparently these

works lacked a good deal in terms of polish, yet scholars
cannot discount their influence on the young English writers
of the period.
Perfidious P

A love triangle forms the premise for The
, a novel sometimes called " . . . the best

epistolary novel before Clarissa" (Day 178).

This novel,

written anonymously, follows the trials and tribulations of
the three principals caught in a scandalous predicament;
Corydon must send his mistress away to avoid a soc! 1
scandal, and in doing so he finds himself corr sponding wi h
her best friend (Day 178).

Though not described
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innovative in terms of its dramatic quality, the novel did
forge new ground in developing a form that paid close
attention to the writer's contract.

Robert Day specifically

commends the work for its ability to allow the reader to
experience, with the characters, the action of the work
(178).
Lindamira, though to Day less notable stylistically
speaking, still manages to enhance the evolving form.

Day

notes that the work is lacking in polish and is "evidently
the work of an unpracticed pen," yet he also acknowledges
that the work displays a remarkable attention to both
characterization and plot, an aspect which had been lacking
in previous epistolary works (181-182).

Olinda's

Adventures, though appearing earlier, is often compared to
Lindamira in its style and literary merit.

Characterization

plays an important role in the evolving story of Olinda and
her disappearance.

The letters that comprise this work are

meant to explain her disappearance, and by doing so create a
plot through flashback.

The novel, credited to the prodigy

Catherine Trotter, involves both a complex premise and
complex narrative arrangement as Olinda att mpts to "promot
the marriage of Cleander and her friend Ambrisi ,

nd

t th
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beginning or end of each letter she advises Cleander how to
proceed, encourages him in his suit, and praises Ambrisia's
merits'' (Day 184).

What follows is an intriguing game of

love by correspondence.

Here we must remember that both the

"proper marriage" and the art of letter-writing were two
important aspects of the early Stuart period; thus, the
popularity of a work that encompassed both seemed assured.
Mary Davys published Familiar Letters Betwixt a
Gentleman and a Lady in 1725, focusing upon the
correspondence between a gentleman from his estate in the
country and a lady friend in the city.

The plot of the work

seems to be lost in the course of gossip between country and
city (Day 187).

Indeed it was probably the interest

generated between life in the country as opposed to life in
the city that prompted the publication and popularity of
such a work.

Davys' work seems representative of many or

most of the epistolary works prior to Richardson in that it
pays more attention to popular tastes and less attention to
the narrative tradition and the attempt to cultivate a new
form; however, it is undeniable that these four works,

s

well as the lesser acclaimed works of epistol ry fiction,
certainly influenced the master of the epistol ry nov 1,
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Samuel Richardson.
Two concrete narrative traditions collided in the prose
of Samuel Richardson.

The

novel form, or novella as it was

termed in France, was rapidly taking shape in England.
Davys, Mrs. Haywood, and Mrs.

Mrs.

Montagu all gave credence to

the art of writing and publishing letters (Day 169).

With

the influence drama had made upon the English writer and its
ability to plot actions through speeches the premise for the
epistolary novel was set.

Pamela (1740) appeared before a

public that was both hungry for good fiction and agreeable
with the narrative method.

Influenced by a collection of

letters he was editing at the time, Richardson used the
epistolary tradition as his narrative strategy (Day 207).
Day offers the possible explanation that Richardson had been
exposed to the early French novels in translation, yet there
is no concrete proof to corroborate such a statement (206).
Regardless of Richardson's knowledge of earlier works of
fiction, it is apparent that he highly regarded the art of
letter-writing.

According to Day, "There is no reason why

writing a story in letters should not have seemed both
obvious and very congenial to him" (207).
Pamela reached a new plateau in fiction in th t

h
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characters revealed greater depth; the theme was less tied
to romance and more tied to teaching the reader a moral
lesson (Day 208).

Consequently, the novel form turned

towards a structure less concerned with initial plot and
more concerned with character and the writer-reader
relationship.

Day writes, "The novelty of Pamela lay not in

the technical materials Richardson used, but in the extent
to which he developed them" (209).
Richardson followed Pamela closely with the best known
example of the epistolary novel, Clarissa (1748).
focuses upon the life of Clarissa Harlowe.

The work

These letters

are primarily written to Anna Howe and detail the day to day
routine of life in the mid-eighteenth century for a girl of
some social stature.

With a relatively simplistic plot,

Richardson's approach to characterization and theme becomes
more complex.

Clarissa manages to fuse Richardson's

exquisite letter-writing ability with his developing
narrative manner, a fusion which aided in defining what
scholars term today as the epistolary novel.
For the most part the eighteenth century witness d th
closing of the curtain on the epistolary tradition.
desire for experimentation led writers into n w r

Th
m ,
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realms which sought to discount everyday writing methods,
such as epistles, and replace them with more refined
approaches, the result being the development of the more
complex and innovative methods developed by the Georgian
authors.

American writers, though most profoundly

influenced by the British, still turned their attention to
the complexity of the French works.

Edgar Allan Poe and

Mark Twain both threw off the constraints of high-brow
society and used setting and dialogue as structuring
devices, rather than the familiarity of letters or diaries.
Poe's development of the detective story and Twain's
experimentation with dialect and folklore led American
fiction down a different pathway.

Henry James and his

attention to detail solidified the form's break with
tradition.

The epistolary novel appeared to be dead in

Europe as well with only a few works appearing during the
period, among them Von Goethe's The Sorrows of Young Werther
(1774) and Dostoevsky's Poor People (1846).
The form appears to have been lost in the shuffle as
the American writers began to develop their own niche in th
literary world.

The term epistolary does not ev n

Richard Chase's study, The American Novel and It

pp

r in
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(1957).

However, a few epistolary works did appear; for

example, published anonymously, The Coquette; or, the
History of Eliza Wharton, written by Hannah Webster Foster,
appeared in 1797.

The nineteenth century witnessed the

American writers' turn towards what Steven Kagle terms
"diary literature" (24).

Kagle reminds us of the works of

such diarists as Thoreau and Emerson; however, two of the
most popular diary works were Frances Anne Kemble's

Journal

of a Resident in America (1835) and Journal of a Resident on
a Georgia Plantation (1863) (60).

The first work consists

primarily of diary entries, but the second contains letters
written but not sent to a friend in Massachusetts (Kagle
61).

Henry James published two rather obscure epistolary

short stories, "A Bundle of Letters" and "The Point of View"
in 1882, yet as James experimented with his own developing
style he abandoned the strategy (Altman 176).
Margaret Van Horn Dwight's epistolary travel diary was
published in 1912; the work focused upon the travels of a
young girl and her correspondence with her cousin (Kagle
44).

Dwight's diary relates the life of one woman in the

west during the early nineteenth century; Kagl

st t

, "By

recording her personal situation she captured

mom nt in
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time . . . " (47).

And in capturing that moment she also

captured the story of at least part of her life.
The mid-twentieth century saw the publication of
Thornton Wilder's The Ides of March (1948) and Saul Bellow's
Herzog (1961).

Wilder's work deals with the correspondence

between the conspirators to kill Caesar.

Bellow's novel

focuses upon the life and correspondences of a man
preoccupied with death; the letters contained within are
written during Herzog's vacation on Martha's Vineyard
(Altman 35).
merit.

Neither work is known for its exceptional

John Barth published Letters in 1979, a work

consisting of seven letters written from seven different
points of view.

Paul Gray, in a review of Barth's novel,

comments, "Barth strips the form [epistolary] of any forward
thrust.

His interest is not in progress or advancement but

in recapitulation . .
a major blunder'' (96).

It takes a major writer to commit
Thus, not until the 1980's did

another significant epistolary novel appear.

Just as the

eighteenth century lent itself to the form because of its
relationsh ip with the art of letter-writing, so too th s
last years of the twentieth century lend themselve
form concerned with attempts to analyze and ev lu t

to
p opl
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and their problems.

Thus, one might say that the epistolary

novel has once again found "its season."

The personal

qualities and self-evaluation concepts which lend themselves
so readily to journals/diaries and letters are once again
important to our emotional survival in a world ridden with
tragedies; thus, logically such a narrative form would
appear, or reappear, to satisfy the needs of the readers.
Alice Walker's The Color Purple (1982) breathed new life
into the epistolary tradition, and paved the way for new
approaches to the form.

Using a woman's letters, Walker

captures the essence of the black woman's struggle in the
early twentieth century; she also creates a work strong in
character and theme.

20

II.

The Epistolary Structure of The Color Purple

"You better not never tell nobody but God. It'd kill
your mammy" (Walker 11).

This epigraph determines the

structure of Alice Walker's The Color Purple, an epistolary
novel focusing upon the life of Celie, a poor uneducated
black woman who must learn to endure the plights that befall
her.

Growing up in rural Georgia, Celie finds herself alone

in a world dominated by powerful men and beautiful women.
She turns to the one being in whom she can seek refuge, God.
Celie writes to God because she feels there is no one else
who will hear her call; her letters seek answers, answers
that help her to discover and evaluate her own personailty.
Thus, the novel opens as the then fourteen-year-old Celie
writes her first letter addressed to God.
Walker structures her novel in the traditional
epistolary form, composed entirely of letters.

Celie's

letters appear in three categories: letters to God, letters
to her sister, and finally an all-encompassing letter to the
world.

Walker also includes letters written to C lie by h

sister, Nettie.

These divisions in the typ s of 1 t

r

21

also represent the divisions in the life and endurance of
Celie.

Henry Louis Gates, Jr., writes, "Walker represents

Celie's growth of self-consciousness as an act of writing
. . . Celie, in her letters, writes herself into being"
(149).

The early letters written to God depict a Celie who

is unable to reach out to anyone else.

Each letter to God,

and subsequently each letter to Nettie, builds upon Celie's
experiences and furthers Walker's plot, a plot which focuses
primarily upon the gradual maturity and triumph of the
protagonist.

The tone of the letters represents the degree

to which Celie is suffering; her tone is evident in the way
Celie writes these letters, her language, and the way they
are signed.

Her anger, frustration, and fear become

apparent within the context of each letter.
The plot remains less important in this work; Elizabeth
Fifer, in "The Dialect and Letters of The Color Purple,"
notes that the plot follows a rather simplistic "cycle of
birth, marriage, separation, and reunion" (187).

The

letters, on the other hand, reveal a deeper concern with
character development, a characteristic of the traditional
epistolary works.

The episodes that form the basi

of her

life revolve around this portrayal and allow the nov 1

om
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sort of conventionality.

The evolution of Celie's character

is central here; according to Gates, ".

Celie speaks--or

writes--for Celie, and of course to survive for Nettie, then
for Shug, and finally for Celie" (152).

Her character re

emerges through the course of writing these letters.

The

focal point of the early epistolary works was not the events
that circumvented the life, but rather the protagonists or
letter writers.

Both Richardson's Pamela and Clarissa

exemplify this.
Thus, if the events in the novel are unimportant, then
what is important here?

The impact of these events upon

Celie's life plays a far more consequential role than the
events themselves.

Christina Marsden Gillis, in The Paradox

of Privacy, writes, "The heart is the secret, private place;
the letter . . . is both the vehicle of exposure and
exposure itself" (79).

In the opening letters of the novel

the reader is presented with a character who is both fragile
and confused as to the norms of society.
am fourteen years old.

Celie admits, "I

I am I have always been a good girl.

Maybe you can give me a sign letting me know what is
happening to me" (11). In "Celie's Search For Identity:
Psychoanalytic Developmental Reading of Alice W lk r's T

A
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Color Purple,"

Charles L. Proudfit states, "With Celie's

first anguished letter to God, Walker enables the reader to
enter into the private thoughts and emotional state of her
traumatized, guilt- and shame-ridden, and depressed fourteen
year old protagonist . . . " (17).
the secrets of her heart.

Celie's letters expose

The letters that follow reveal a

girl beset with difficulties and confusion as she is
apparently raped and impregnated by her father; she loses
her mother; her sister leaves home; she is treated like a
possession and married off to Mr. ___; she is beaten; in
short, she becom�s a victim of a society which views her as
inferior.
Unlike most other novels, the episodes in Celie's life
create her character; she is who she is because of what she
must endure.

Nettie's departure and Shug Avery's appearance

are the two most important factors in her life because only
Nettie and Shug can relate to her pain and attempt to soothe
her.

Her desire to protect Nettie from the sexual advances

of her father shows early signs of Celie's need to be
needed, a plot feature which unfolds admirably throughout
the rest of the work.

Celie confesses,

I ast him to take me instead of N tti

whil

our
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new mammy sick.
talking bout.
him.

But he just ast me what I'm
I tell him I can fix myself up for

I duck into my room and come out wearing

horsehair, feathers, and a pair of our new mammy
high heel shoes.

He beat me for dressing trampy

but he do it to me anyway.

(17)

Nettie's fear enables Celie to become strong, a
characteristic that becomes evident through all of the
subsequent letters to God as she reveals her concern over
Nettie.
Following Nettie's departure the letters become sad and
gloomy.

Forced to marry Mr. ___, or Albert as he is

sometimes called, Celie must now withstand the fits of rage
displayed by his children.

Her focus turns from attempting

to protect Nettie to attempting to survive in a world where
the men are determined to repress her:
how to fight.
26).

"But I don't know

All I know how to do is stay alive" (Walker

Furthermore, the letters reveal a woman who seems to

be giving in to the power of man; after analyzing her
situation with Albert, Celie writes, "It's worse than that I
think.

If I was buried, I wouldn't have to work.

just say, Never mine, never mine, long as I c n

But I
p 11 G-o-d
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I got somebody along" (Walker 26).
The letters reveal a woman at her wit's end until the
arrival of Shug Avery turns her life around.

Proudfit

states, "Although the white, patriarchal God Celie writes to
in the first part of the novel never sends her a sign . . .
life does--primarily in the form of caring and nurturing
Those caring and nurturing qualities

black women" (23).

appear in the person o� Shug Avery, qualties that prompt
Celie's change.

Once again, the letters show this turn

around in terms of Celie's tone and her attitude towards
life in general.

Just prior to Shug's arrival in town Celie

feels as though she is not needed by anyone.
"I don't say nothing.

She complains,

I think about Nettie, dead. She

fight, she run away.

What good it do?

stay where I'm told.

But I'm alive" (Walker 29).

I don't

fight, I
Shug's

arrival provides Celie with a reason to continue, if for
nothing else but curiosity's sake:
bad.

Not to dance.

Not to drink.

even to hear Shug Avery sing.

"Lord, I wants to go so
Not to play cards.

Not

I just be thankful to lay

eyes on her" (Walker 33).
No sooner than arriving in town, Shug becom s ill,
allowing Celie the opportunity to be needed by som on

in
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non-sexual way.

Her letters begin to reveal a desire to

protect Shug in the same ways that she attempted to protect
Nettie:

" I cut my eyes back at Mr. ___ when he say that.

Streetcleaner.
(Walker 49).

Somebody got to stand up for Shug, I think"
Shug's character takes on a childlike quality

that allows Celie to develop the strength to withstand
Mr. ___, for she must do so in order to be with Shug.
Celie describes Shug as follows:
She wearing a long white gown and her thin
black hand stretching out of it to hold the white
cigarette looks just right.

Something bout it,

maybe the little tender veins I see and the big
ones I try not to, make me scared.
something pushing me forward.

I feel like

If I don't watch

out I'll have hold of her hand, tasting her
fingers in my mouth.

(Walker 55)

As Shug moves in and out of Celie's life, Celie
experiences the ups and downs that are representative of her
struggle for existence.

Celie recalls,

one day she say to me, Well Miss Celie, I
believe it time for me to go.
When? I ast.
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Early next month, she say. June. June a
good time to go off into the world.
I don't say nothing.

Feel like I felt

when Nettie left. (76)
Shug's frequent arrivals and even departures, along with the
ever present possibility that Nettie may return, allow Celie
the element of hope that she needs to survive, and it is
that survival which encompasses the plot.

As she considers

her relationship with Shug, Celie says, "My life stop when I
left home, I think.

But then I think again.

It stop with

Mr. ___ maybe, but start up again with Shug" (Walker 82).
The letters that form the plot for the novel take a
rather profound shift from letters that seek answers to
letters that begin to question her own existence.

These

letters are prompted primarily by Shug, for it is Shug who
discovers Nettie's letters, letters sent to Celie but hidden
from her by Mr. ___

The thought of such an act prompts

Celie to question her husband's motives.

Fifer comments

upon the impact Nettie's letters have upon Celie, writing,
"The letters are an elaborate literary mask, subjective,
emotional, affording Celie all the advantageous intim cy of
first-person narration and Walker all the distanc

nd
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control of omniscient narration" (157).

Celie finds the

prospects of Albert's deception disheartening and eye
opening, relating her dismay in the following recollection:
He been keeping your letters, say Shug.
Naw, I say. Mr.

mean sometimes,

but he not that mean.
She say, Humpf, he that mean.
But how come he do it? I ast. He know Nettie
mean everything in the world to me.

(114)

At this point the letters reflect a woman who has discovered
that the only person she can.depend upon in the world is
herself.

Celie acknowledges a sense of futility in the

writing of the early letters because she realizes that all
the time she was looking for answers she was asking the
wrong questions.

She sought aid from above when what she

really needed was the strength to endure.

Shug's discovery

of Nettie's letters gives Celie that strength.

Fifer cites

the letters' ability to " . . . help her to recog nize what
Nettie has faced in Africa during the years of their
sepa ration, but she also learns about herself and
understands how she appears to others, even what sh
become" (159).

c n
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Upon the discovery of the letters, Shug decides to put
them into some sort of order for Celie.

Nettie's first

letter opens with an affirmation of hope and faith:
You've got to fight and get away from Albert.

He

ain't no good . . . Well I started to fight him,
and with God's help, I hurt him enough to make him
let me alone . . . Anyhow, I got a ride into town
on somebody's wagon.

And that same somebody

pointed me in the direction of the Reverend
Mr. ___'s place.

And what was my surprise when

a little girl opened the door and she had your
eyes set in your face.

(Walker 119)

Each letter that follows reminds Celie of her horrid past,
yet the letter encourages her to go on.

According to

Fifer, "Walker's narrative techniques realize and embody
this primary truth; how we tell the stories of our lives
determines the significance and outcome of the narratives
that are our lives" (165).

From this point onward the

letters Celie writes allow her to determine the significance
of the events in the rest of her life.
The letters from Nettie give her that str ngth.
writes to Celie:

N tti
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I remember one time you said your life made
you feel so ashamed you couldn't even talk about
it to God, you had to write it, bad as you thought
your writing was.

Well now I know what you meant.

And whether God will read letters or no, I know
you will go on writing them; which is guidance
enough for me. (Walker 122)
Nettie's encouragement and the revelation that the man Celie
believed to be her father was actually her stepfather allow
Celie to turn away from writing letters to God and begin to
turn towards society with a much braver front.

Carolyn

Williams, in "'Trying To Do Without God': The Revision of
Epistolary Address in The Color Purple" states, "Surely the
most striking feature of the novel's particular epistolary
form involves the shift in address that occurs at this
point, as Celie turns away from her first correspondent and
begins instead to address her sister" (274).
In her first letter addressed to Nettie, her new
bastion of strength and encouragement, Celie remarks,
I don't write to God no more, I write to you.
What happen to God? ast Shug.

Who that? I

say . . . What God do for me? I ast . . . h

g v
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me a lynched daddy, a crazy mama, a lowdown dog of
a step pa and a sister I probably won't ever see
again.

Anyhow, I say, the God I been praying and

writing to is a man.
other mens I know.

And act just like all the
Trifling, forgitful and

lowdown . . . All my life I never care what people
thought bout nothing I did, I say.
heart I care about God.

But deep in my

What he going to think.

And come to find out, he don't think.

Just sit up

there glorifying in being deef, I reckon.

(Walker

175-176)
The letters addressed to Nettie gradually allow Celie to
purge her feelings of inferiority, culminating in a final
letter addressed to the entire world following Nettie's
return.

This return not only presents the reader with the

culmination of the plot, but also the events in Celie's
life.

Proudfit states, "Celie, who has survived loss, 'soul

murder,' incest, and physical and emotional abuse . . . has
developed an authentic self that enables her to live an
authentic life" (34).

She has finally learned to deal with

the aspects of life which previously seemed insurmountabl .
Her letter-writing ends as she finally achieves p ac

nd
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reunites with her sister.

Celie's character, as depicted in

her letters, becomes well-rounded and able to prevail over
seemingly overwhelming circumstances.
The letters contained in The Color Purple not only
reflect the developing and maturing character of Celie, but
also the unfolding characterization of the people in Celie's
life.

Both Nettie and Shug Avery provide the stability

Celie needs in order to overcome her tragic existence.
Celie's letters reveal these women as characters who prompt
her to think, rethink, consider, and reconsider the
circumstances surrounding her life.

Shug fills the void in

her life after Nettie's departure; she forces Celie to
question her own existence and the path she has chosen to
allow herself to deal with that existence.

For it is Shug

who discovers the letters written by Nettie, letters that
allow Celie to realize that she must depend upon herself in
order to overcome and prevail.

Shug Avery becomes the

substitute sister that Celie has searched for; their
relationship is more than sexual, for it is sustaining.
Carolyn Williams agrees, "The figurative resurrection
that takes place in Celie's life is of course mad
through her love for Shug" (277).

po
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And although it is Shug who discovers the letters, it
is Nettie who writes the letters that allow Celie to pull
herself up from the depths of her existence and consider an
existence that is not only enduring but also triumphant.
After Nettie's revelation that "Pa is not our Pa!" (Walker
162), Celie chooses to risk all and leave for Tennessee with
Shug.

She realizes that all she had previously put her

faith into is now gone; her God must have been ignoring her.
Here she begins to realize that her answers rest within
herself.

Celie writes, "Dear God, . . . My daddy lynch.

mama crazy.
to me.

My

All my little half-brothers and sisters no kin

My children not my sister and brother.

You must be sleep" (Walker 163).

Pa not Pa.

The discovery of the

letters prompts Celie to make such an assertion.

Nettie's

letters inspire a new Celie, one who is unafraid of
challenging her male counterparts: "But Nettie and my
children coming home soon, I say.

And when she do, all us

together gon whup your ass" (Walker 181).
As Celie begins to assert her courage towards Albert
and her situation, she also begins a gradual purge of th
elements in her life which had previously held her down.
Celie decides to take her life into her own hands

s sh
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openly confronts Albert about his hiding of Nettie's
letters; her confrontation with society appears assured.
Critic Christina Marsden Gillis acknowledges, "Words, in
letters, join private and public, perhaps building public
illusions out of private dreams" (79).

Celie's "private

dreams" of triumph are corning true; she reconsiders the
actions of her stepfather in the opening letters in the
novel as she begins to realize that she was not at fault for
the actions of this man.

Celie leaves for Memphis with Shug

after she gains the courage to confront her hatred of Albert
and purge her fear.

"You a lowdown dog is what's wrong, I

Albert as follows:
say.

She is unafraid of her foes, describing

It's time to leave you and enter into Creation.

And

your dead body just the welcome mat I need'' (Walker 181).
Celie realizes that she is a human being and should be
treated as such.

She presents Albert with an ultimatum,

stating, "Until you do right by me, I say, everything you
even dream about will fail.
like it come to me.
trees" (Walker 187).

I give it to him straight, just

And it seem to come to me from the
Similar to Faulkner's Dilsey, in Th

Sound and the Fury, Celie endures.
Just as Celie begins to confront the dragons in h r
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life she begins to receive her rewards for enduring the
hardships of life with Albert:
house!

"Oh, Nettie, us have a

A house big enough for us and our children, for your

husband and Shug.

Now you can come home cause you have a

home to come to!" (Walker 217).

While living with Shug,

Celie begins to make pants, all types of pants; the task
symbolizes Celie's growing confidence in herself and her own
abilities.

She writes to Nettie: "I got pants in every

color and size under the sun.

Since us started making pants

down home, I aint been able to stop" (Walker 190).

Creating

these unique pants allows Celie a sense of creativity which
she has never enjoyed.

The idea that she can do something

to benefit others is appealing; she writes to her sister,
"Nettie, I am making some pants for you to beat the heat in
Africa . . . I plan to make them by hand.

Every stitch I

sew will be a kiss" (Walker 192).
Celie's incredible strength allows her to deal with the
possibility of Nettie's death and the concept of life
without her or Shug.

Her faith in her own ability to endure

and prevail portends the light at the end of the tunnel.
Celie's unwillingness to give in materializes as she
continues to write Nettie, even after she is told of
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Nettie's apparent death.

The final letter in the novel

represents the ultimate purge of all of the hardships and
drawbacks life has dealt her.

Celie formally addresses the

entire world as she begins life anew surrounded by the
people she loves:

"Dear God.

Dear Stars, dear trees, dear

sky, dear peoples, Dear Everything. Dear God" (Walker 249).
Although Celie undergoes a dramatic change in the
novel, the theme of this epistolary work remains constant
throughout.

From the onset of the first letter to God

through the final letter addressed to the universe, Alice
Walker presents an unfolding theme of triumph through
endurance.

Celie must endure a society that continually

attempts to subdue her.

She must endure the loss of her

sister, the inability to have Shug, the unwillingness of
Albert to permit her to live her life, the fact that her
children were taken from her, and the revelation that the
answers she sought from God were eventually found within
herself.

Through all of these hardships Celie learns that

the only one who can triumph in a male-dominated society is
one who is unafraid to confront her fears through th
process of self-therapy and purging.
fulfill that process.

Celie's lett r

They allow her to write down h
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thoughts and fears, reconsider them based upon the advice
and encouragement of others, and eventually face them and
triumph over them.
The function of the letters in The Color Purple is
fourfold.

First, and most obviously, the letters serve as a

method by which the author can show the progression of the
plot of the work.

Secondly, the letters characterize not

only the protagonist of the work, but also those characters,
such as Nettie and Shug, who allow Celie to find the
strength and courage within herself that she needs to
prevail.

Thirdly, the letters here allow Celie a method by

which she can confront her fears directly, reconsider them,
and gradually gain the courage to purge them and overcome
their effects upon her life.
approach to self-therapy.

The letters become Celie's own

Finally, the epistles allow Alice

Walker to reveal, gradually, a central theme which is
evident in each letter written.

Through each letter Celie

must endure some tragic or traumatic aspect of life; this
endurance allows her to triumph over her fears and do more
than endure the constraints of her society, for she actually
prevails.

This approach is also central to the

characterization and structure evident in Le

Smith's
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and Tender Ladies (1988) as she develops the theme of
endurance through her protagonist, Ivy Rowe.
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III.

And Then There Were Two:

The Epistolary Tradition in Fair and Tender Ladies

"The letters didn't mean anything.
girl Silvaney, of course--not to me.

Not to the dead

Nor had they ever.

was the writing of them, that signified" (Smith 314).

It

Like

Alice Walker's The Color Purple, Lee Smith's Fair and Tender
Ladies embraces the epistolary form as the method of
narration.

Like Walker, Smith creates a protagonist who

must endure more than her fair share of hardships, yet she
still manages to rise above them.
one; the letters prove that.

Her life is not a tragic

Ivy Rowe represents all women,

rich, poor, glamorous, or plain.

Smith's point of view is

that of a woman who suffers many losses and setbacks, yet
still faithfully records these tragedies in her letters.
These letters allow for the unfolding and development
of such a strong character.

Each letter Ivy writes

"signifies," for the letters are methods by which Smith can
develop an intriguing yet understandable plot, a strong y t
needy protagonist whose letters allow for her own
deal with these hardships, and finally th� th m

bility to
h

ms
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to run throughout the contemporary epistolary form, that of
triumph through endurance.

Smith's ability to tell a story

is exceptional, an ability that places her above many
contemporary writers.

In "Lee Smith:

The Storyteller's

Voice," Harriette C. Buchanan comments, "Lee Smith's
settings are Southern, her interest in and ability for
storytelling are Southern, but her characters and stories
. . . are universal" (324).

Ivy Rowe's story reflects that

universal quality.
The novel is composed entirely of letters; these
letters follow chronological order, and are divided into
Ivy

five "bundles" dependent upon their place of origin.
sends her letters to various people and relates the
stories of her life.

The novel opens with a letter from a

young Ivy Rowe, and concludes with a letter written when Ivy
is in her seventies, a time span covering the period just
prior to World War I and running into the mid-1970's.

Lee

Smith commented upon her use of the epistolary form,
stating, "I've always been interested .

. in variations

on first person and here you could have all of this tim
existing in the novel that wasn't written out" (Per on 1
Interview).

Thus, the letters are significant her

b c u
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not only do they provide the novel with a structure,
but
they provide characterization; as Smith comments, "Fair
and
Tender Ladies is all about writing" (Personal Interview).

The plot of this work seems relatively simplistic
I

the unfolding of the life of a simple country woman and
her
hop es and desires.

Yet, it is evident from The Color Purple

that a complex plot can be developed, and really must be
developed in order to receive serious attention from the

modern reader; as Smith remarks, "You don't write fiction
a bout the well-adjusted woman • . . " (Personal Interview).
Ivy Rowe comes of age in pre-World War I Virginia, a world
simple in appearance but complex in the lessons of life.
Ivy lives high atop Sugar Fork Mountain, not far from
M ajestic, Virginia.

Hailing from a large, poor, mountain

family, Ivy must endure her father's illness and the sense
of loneliness as she keeps her feelings locked away within
her self.

She becomes an extraordinary character, with one

c ritic commenting, "Once in a great while a truly wonderf ul
l iterary character comes along . • •

Ivy Rowe is just such

a c haracter" ( Dickie FS) •
The love tor her home and her family becomes
these early letters, a l ove which will influenc

vid nt in
v ry
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action and, in a sense, every consequence in Ivy Rowe's

lif e.

As Elizabeth Dickie explains, "Love becomes an

import ant part of Ivy's life; she has so much of it to give.

When she loves, she loves completely and without concern for

conv ention'' (FS).

Her first letter reveals an imaginative

girl, loyal to her family, and very much in need of
a
relationship with someone who could share in her hopes and
desires . For it is apparent that the raising of such
a

large family and the tending of a farm does not allow I
vy
the attention she needs so desperately. Thus begins her

st ory; the letters that follow show the gradual deveiopment

of Smith's strong-willed protagonist.

The audience is

Presented with letters which detail everything from the loss
of her virginity, to the desire to stay in touch w ith her

Sister, to the farewell letter to Sugar Fork and the memory

of her father.

The letters here are more than just the idle

hands of a country woman; they are plot and theme, they
are
inno cence and maturity, they are love and hate, and t hey
a re
life and death.
Anne Goodwyn Jones praises Lee Smith because "She

revea ls characters, distinguishes social class, er

irony, and laughs affectionately at her people a

t

th y
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out and in speaking become themselves" (252).

The task of

chronicling the life of a person from age twelve to the late
seventies is certainly not an easy one.

In the course of

su ch a plot not only does the writer have to depict the
gradual changes in the principal character, but als
o the
gradual changes in the norms of society. The plot
of Fair
and Tender Ladies does just that. The opening le
tters

r eveal a naive character, one who is unsure of the
answers
to many of life's questions. Ivy does not understand why
her grandfather is hostile towards her father; she can
not

understand why she never receives a letter from Hanneke, the
pen pal from Holland; she doesn't understand the actions of
her sister, Ethel, or her brother, Babe.
allow Ivy to question life.

The early letters

The letters are much more than

just attempts by a writer to keep lines of communication
ope n.

These letters are Ivy's attempt at dealing with life.

She writes so that things become real; she writes to get
awa y from her hardships; she writes so that she can talk
a bo ut her problems with an understanding sympatheti c perso
n.
In an interview for The Southern
commen ted on her writing process:

uarterl

Lee Smith

"I have a lot of trouble

t hi nking of plots, but I love to create people.

I think
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each p erson that you create is coming out of
some aspect of
yourself" (Hill 11). Ivy's situations vary, thu
s varying
the tone and content of the letters, yet Ivy rema
ins a
strong character, strong because of the things that
happen
in her life. According to Buchanan, " . . . the chara
cters

with whom smith primarily deals are women hamstrung
by their
environment and cultures" (342). Yet, Ivy Rowe turns
her

tragedies into learning experiences.

Fair and Tender Ladies is a novel in the tradition of a
bundle of letters, with each bundle tied together by some

important episode in the writer's life.

Ivy writes the

first bundle of letters while still living on Sugar Fork.
She is in her early teens and the letters tend to address
topics which are central to naive young teenagers.

She is

happ y, sad, jealous, concerned, and uninformed at times
here.

She writes to Hanneke:
But it is snowing now and so I think of you, and
sometimes it seems to me like you are more real
than all of my Family, you seem more real to me
than the days that pass.

It seems like I cannot
so
many of us her in
they
is
family
talk to my
the house in the snow we have to keep th

youn uns
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in you can not bath yourself nor nothing and
little Danny crys.

They is no place here you can

get away from his crying, it is only when I am
writting you this letter late in the nigt that I
dont hear.

(Smith 24)

Her letters to Hanneke evolve from being sweet and gentle to
being very childish when she realizes that Hanneke is not
going to write back:

"I hate you, you do not write back,

nor be my Pen Friend I think you are the Ice Queen insted
. I know I am evil and wish evil for you too
. I hope that the sea will come in the hole in the dike
and flood you out and you will drown" (Smith 17).
The animosity displayed in the letter to Hanneke soon
disappears as Ivy writes her again to tell her of the
visitors at Christmas and the story of White Bear
Whittington.

Both letters display one very significant

phrase that allows the audience to draw the conclusion that
the letters were not important but, as Ivy states at the
close of the novel, "signified."

Both of these letters to

Hanneke contain the admission that "I know you will not g t
this letter.

I know I will not send it" (Smith 24).

Therefore, the reader must question why the 1 tter is

"
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written.

Ivy writes to allow herself to feel as though she
She

were writing or talking with someone just like her.

makes it very apparent in her letters that she is unlike all
of her siblings, except for Silvaney.

The letters to

Hanneke, the later letters to Molly, and certainly the
letters to Silvaney attempt to make a connection with the
reader, a connection that involves much more than just an
obligation to write, a connection that involves a desire to
talk about her anxieties and concerns.
quality:

Jones mentions this

" . . . Smith's characters, particularly women,

find a kind of health in assertions centered in the self, in
the body" (254).
Ivy faces two of her biggest dilemmas as she must
endure both the death of her father and the move from Sugar
Fork to Majestic.

These events are so devastating for Ivy

that she turns to writing letters to her father, after his
death.

Certainly readers recognize the fact that these

letters are void of any surface significance, but to Ivy
they are ways in which she must confront what is about to
happen:

"I think of you often, I miss you so.

up there to see you tomorrow
he [Babe) does.

I am coming

. Oh Daddy it is

wful wh t

And this is why I am writting to you, l do
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not know who to turn to.

Momma has closed up her hart agin

us all it seems" (Smith 58).

Ivy writes these lettters to

her father in the hope that while writing she can come to a
solution or a way to deal with her problems.
As the Rowes pack up to leave Sugar Fork and head to
Majestic, Ivy knows that a part of her life, her innocence,
is lost forever.

Silvaney has been placed in a home in

Roanoke; she also realizes that she must come to terms with
the death of her father.

She does that in the only way she

knows how; she writes to him to tell him goodbye:

"I reckon

this to be the lastest letter I will ever write you in this
world.

And it migt be the last letter I will ever write

ether.

For I feel we have come to the end of all things

. . . So I am writting you this letter Daddy, to say
goodbye" (Smith 74).

Just as this bundle of letters comes

to a close, so does this "chapter" in Ivy's life.

The first

bundle of letters from Sugar Fork serves two purposes in
Smith's novel; they set the stage for Ivy's coming of age,
and they set the tone for her eventual triumph and return to
the land that is so much a part of her.

With the symbolic

tying of the ribbon around this bundle of lett rs by Smith,
Ivy's innocence is put aside to make room for h r ma urity
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and an evolving theme of triumph over hardships.
Once in Majestic, Ivy attempts to make the most of
her
life there.
The separation from Silvaney and the closeness

they shared prompts Ivy to write to her sister.

Amazed by

he r new surroundings and the new people she encounters, she
Wr ites her first letters to Silvaney.

The letter to

Silvaney opens yet another chapter in both Ivy's life
and in
the life of her letter-writing, for now she has found the
one p erson who can relate to her life and who is willing
,
apparently, to listen to her stories and keep her secrets,
even though Ivy's early letters reveal Silvaney's lac
k of
e ducation. Ivy writes,
Oh Silvaney, I wish you culd see my room!

For I

have got a room of my own it is the firstest time
ever as you know, nevermind it is not as bi g as a
closet . . . I love it so.

It is at the back of

the house on the third story, rigt under the roof.
I can look out my winder over all the town. (Smith
81-82)
Ivy is compelled to tell Silvaney of the town and the
townspeople, of the goings on, of the scandals, and of th
thin gs she cannot tell to anyone else:
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I feel I am bursting with news but I can not
tell
it to a sole, I have no one to talk to.
It is so
hard.to say. But I feel that things are happe
ning
two times allways, there is the thing that is
happening, which you can say and see, and there
is
another thing happening too inside it, a nd this
is
the most important thing but its so hard to say.
(Smith 96)
This bundle of letters symbolizes an Ivy who is
ev olving into a woman, taking responsibility for her f
amily.

Sh e writes to Victor, a brother, to tell him of the
buying
of the mineral rights by the land company; she writes to

Beulah, a sister, to tell her of the news from Majestic;
but
she writes to Silvaney to tell her of a sexual awakening
With Lonnie Rash.
several reasons.

This letter to Silvaney is pivotal f or
First, it represents Ivy's loss of

in nocence, her final break with her life on Sugar Fork.
Se c ondly, this letter further depicts the growing bond
be tween Ivy and Silvaney, for this letter openly adm its that
it is Silvaney who manages to bring out all of the p rso n 1
feelings in Ivy Rowe:

. .

.

I have just written a letter to B u

h,

nd
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every word I said was true, but there is so much I
dare not say.

Oh Silvaney my love and my hart, I

can talk to you for you do not understand.

I can

write you this letter too and tell you all the
deep things, the things in my hart . . . So I can
tell you things I would not tell another sole.
(Smith 96-97)
Thirdly, the letter is important because it is at this time
that Ivy finds herself confronted with so many tests of her
adulthood.

She is confronted by Miss Torrington, a

confrontation that confuses Ivy.

Then she allows herself

the encounter with Lonnie, not because she loves him but
because she is confused by her own feelings and the
reactions of others.
The loss of Ivy's virginity represents the loss she
feels in her situation in Majestic.
alone there:

She feels completely

"I have lost it now, Majestic Virginia which

used to be mine . . . I do not understand this Silvaney, but
it is true" (Smith 107).

Her pregnancy further enhances

this sense of loss, a sense compounded even further by th
loss of her mother.

The last letter written in M j

written to Silvaney; Ivy is moving to Diamond to liv

tic i
with
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The birth of Ivy's daughter, Joli, brings about a new
facet to her life.
and motherhood.

She must learn new things about children

No sooner than the birth of Joli, Ivy is

confronted with the realization that the war has taken
Joli's father, Lonnie Rash.

Ivy is forced, once again, to

deal with death and with life, and the life which must go
on; she does so through her letters.

In telling of the

death and her feelings about it she is able to purge from
herself the grief it caused.

A letter to Lonnie's sister

and a letter to Silvaney allow her to rid herself of this
guilt and grief.
As she is forced to deal with her feelings about death,
The

so too she must deal with the consequences of her life.

time is post World War I; American society, either urban or
rural, did not readily accept the single mother.

Ivy finds

herself the black sheep as Beulah and Curtis attempt to
marry her off to the son of the mine superintendent.
Franklin Ransom appears to be the perfect husband; he is
wealthy and respectable, and apparently cares for Ivy.

Yet

Ivy must come to learn that Franklin is not for her, and she
must do so at the risk of alienation from both her family
and her society.

The letters reveal her concern for her
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fire and smoke in her life Oakley Fox has been there for
her:
Oakley!

Oakley! I hollered.

I could see him turn

his head blindly toward my voice.
see me. . . . Oakley!

But he couldn't

Oakley! I called, pulling

Joli and Martha through the people, to Oakley at
last who stretched out his arms as wide as the
world when he finally saw it was me. . . . Baby
baby, it's you, Oakley said, and reached around
Joli too.

Then he leaned on me and we all walked

out to the waiting cars together. (Smith 174)
Here Ivy admits something that she had been unable to admit
for much of her adult life, her love for Oakley Fox, not
because he was there and available, but because he was like
her; he knew her from Sugar Fork; he knew her roots, and
those roots were his roots.
The marriage to Oakley allows Ivy the one thing she has
wanted since leaving Sugar Fork, to return there.

Thus the

turbulent period in her life seems over, for she will return
to the land that she loves so much and the people who
sustain her.

The last letter from Diamond, to Silvaney,

remarks that she and Oakley will come and get Silvan y

nd
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things will return to the way they used to be.

Thus, it

seems that the writings to Silvaney will be over because Ivy
will have her there with her all the time.
The first letter written after Ivy's return to Sugar
Fork is addressed to Victor:
I know I ought to thank you for going over there
to find out about her after all this time, but it
is terrible to me to learn the truth.

I always

thought she would get better, and would want to
come home.

Whatever I was doing, whatever befell,

I always thought Silvaney was right there looking
over my shoulder some way, I can't explain it, and
that one day I would go get her and bring her
home.

I have felt like I was split off from a

part of myself all these years, and now it is like
that part of me has died, since I know she will
never come.

I feel she has gone to a foreign land

forever. (Smith 179-180)
The news from Victor does not make everything better for Ivy
or more clear for the reader; instead the news emphasizes
the alienation she has felt ever since Silvaney left and the
Rowes left Sugar Fork.

The letters that follow, whether
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they be to Silvaney or to some other acquaintance, all
symbolize a growing despair in Ivy.

The letters from Sugar

Fork reflect an inward turn as Ivy truly begins to question
the significance of her own existence:

"Sometimes I despair

of ever understanding anything right when it happens to me,
it seems like I have to tell it in a letter to see what it
was, even though I was right there all along!" (Smith 181).
When the aspects of her life become too complicated, Ivy
once again turns to writing to Silvaney:

"It seem so

natural to me now to write your name, yet it has been years
since I have done so.

Years.

And in all truth I can not

say why I have got my old yellow paper out tonight . . .
Lord it does feel good to write your name
missed you so" (Smith 191).

. I have

Thus far Ivy has been portrayed

as a woman who has endured many trials and hardships, and
through all these hardships she has been able to deal with
them by way of her open discussion through her letters.
Social history tells us that in the rural areas of the
country in the pre-World War II era there was little
connection with the outside world, other than in letters,
and there were no professional forms of therapy or
psychological analysis, especially for women.

As factors in
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her life become more unbearable Ivy turns back to writing to
Silvaney; her renewed correspondence occurs in 1937, some
ten years after her marriage to Oakley, and some ten years
after the realization that Silvaney would not recover.

The

letter to Silvaney seems her last resort; she has,
fallen down and down and down into this darkness,
I can see it all so clear now, and bits and pieces
of me have rolled off down this mountain someplace
until there is not much left but a dried-up husk,
with me leached out by hard work and babies, I
feel like a locust--like a box turtle shell!
(Smith 195)
The letters to Silvaney are an attempt to begin to deal
with her unhappiness.

The subsequent letters to Ethel and

her old aquaintance from Diamond, Violet, all relate exactly
what that unhappiness is:

the loss of Joli to college, the

lack of enthusiasm about her marriage, the hardships of
farming during the Depression.

The things that upset Ivy

the most are the things she feels she can never tell openly
to anyone, so she tells Silvaney:
You are the only one I can tell this to, for I
know you will not tell a soul.

You can not But oh
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Silvaney something awful is about to happen here
. . . I have these feelings . . . I keep thinking,
This will pass.

This too will pass

. . Those

days when I sank into the easy darkness took their
toll. (Smith 208)
In this letter Ivy purges those feelings of darkness by
telling Silvaney exactly what happened to her and how she
emerged stronger; the final step in this emergence is
writing these feelings down in the letter.

The letter

relates the story of Honey Breeding, the beekeeper who comes
to Sugar Fork to bring Oakley a hive.

Honey is different

from Oakley; he sparks a new interest in Ivy, one that will
eventually allow her to recognize the worth of her own
husband.
However, the incident with Honey is not without its own
consequences, consequences that become apparent in yet
another letter to Silvaney.

Ivy allows her feelings for

Honey to come to fruition when Honey asks her to come with
him up the mountain; she does so and gains a new
appreciation for the love two people can share if both are
willing and enthusiastic about their love.

However, th

episode with Honey takes her away from her home and her
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family.

While she and Honey are on the mountain top, her

daughter, Luida, suffers a ruptured appendix and dies.

This

trauma forces Ivy to write of the episode to Silvaney.

Here
"Get

she tells Silvaney of Oakley's reaction to her grief:
up, Ivy, and take care of your children, and I did.

I am

still doing so, I will continue . . . But somehow I had to
write this letter to you Silvaney, to set it all down"
(Smith 240).
The episode with Honey Breeding and the death of Luida
both mark a significant period in Ivy's life.

This bundle

of letters from Sugar Fork, following her return from
Diamond, ends with this tragic episode.

For here Ivy admits

that "I will not be writing any more letters for a while
though, as my heart is too heavy, too full" (Smith 240).
She has dealt mentally with these events; now she must allow
herself time to deal with them physically.

Some two years

later Ivy writes again, this time to Silvaney, in a letter
meant to attempt to fill in the gaps in correspondence.
This letter signifies the start of a new period in Ivy's
life and a new bundle of letters.
so long since last I wrote.

She writes, "It has b en

Sometimes I think it is the

longest time of my life and other times, it is the short st,
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gone like the wink of an eye.

Sometimes I think life is

like that too, dreamed in a catnap" (Smith 243).

The climax

to Ivy's life seems to have occurred on the mountain with
Honey Breeding.

With the realization of her love for

Oakley, Ivy becomes content with the prospect of simply
living out the rest of her life.

Other members of the

family begin to take precedence and control.
The remaining letters depict the decline of Ivy Rowe as
she deals with the loss of her husband and the absence of
her family.

The events allow Ivy to reflect upon her own

existence, what it has meant, and what it means to her
children.

In a letter to Silvaney relating the day's events

Ivy remarks,
. but before I went back to bed, I unscrewed
the lid of the jar and dumped the lightning bugs
out on the porch.

At first they kind of crawled

around as if they did not want to go anyplace.
But then they seemed to figure things out and they
rose up together like a little blinking cloud--up,
up, and out across the yard and up into the trees
until they were out of sight. (Smith 273)
This episode symbolizes many things in Ivy's life, for at
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one time Ivy was that lightning bug, trapped in the jar
represented by Sugar Fork.

Majestic and Diamond allowed for

the opening of that jar; the experiences she encountered
there allowed for her flight.
The letters contained within Fair and Tender Ladies
represent that flight because each letter depicts a woman
learning about herself and her surroundings.

The learning

process, for Ivy Rowe, included the writing down of the
lessons she learned, especially in the letters to Silvaney;
the remaining letters function primarily as a plot device to
fill in gaps for readers as they see just exactly what
brought about that flight.
The last bundle of letters function differently in the
novel; here her focus shifts from the events in her own life
to the events in the lives of others.

She writes to Joli

with advice; she writes to her son, Danny Ray, with "a piece
of my mind," and she writes to Maudy, her daughter, with
"congratulations."

Many of the letters here are written to

Joli, herself a writer; among them a letter whereby Ivy
admits that she knew Silvaney had died years ago, yet she
was unable to let go of Silvaney's memory:
matter.

"For it didn't

Silvaney, you see, was a part of me, my oth r sid ,
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my other half, my heart" (Smith 313).

The final letter in

the "bundle" is written appropriately to Silvaney, a letter
which recounts the ups and downs of her life and prepares
her for her own death.

By recounting her life to Silvaney

she can purge the bad memories, hang onto the good ones and
resign herself to the fact that her life has been
worthwhile:

"

. we spend our years as a tale that is

told I have spent my years so.
atall.

I never became a writer

Instead I have loved, and loved, and loved.

I am

fair wore out with it" (Smith 316)
Yet, Ivy Rowe's childhood dream of becoming a writer
did come true; she wrote of her loves, her losses, and her
grief.

She wrote of the things that disturbed her, and

writing of these things has allowed her to deal with them.
She wrote to people who wouldn't or couldn't write back to
her; nevertheless, the opportunity to write was the
important thing.

The fact that her daughter does become a

writer only emphasizes the impact Ivy Rowe made upon the
lives of those around her.

She encourages Joli to become a

writer because Ivy cares about preservation, the
preservation of the written word.
letters prove this.

The functions of her

These letters not only characteriz

Ivy
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Rowe, they not only further the plot structure for Lee
Smith, but they also allow the author of the letters a
method by which to purge her grief and endure and overcome
the trauma in her life, and there is certainly plenty of
trauma.

Reviewer Elizabeth Dickie comments, "Though her

life is full of as many peaks and valleys as her beloved
mountains, her wonderful voice, wit and warmth keep her
living life to the fullest to her end" (FS).
Indeed it is the endurance of Ivy Rowe and her eventual
triumph which comprise the theme of the novel, for it can be
found in each and every letter as Ivy relates the aspects of
her life.

These aspects represent the ups and downs, the

triumphs and the defeats that plague everyone's life.

The

final letter, signifying Ivy's death, is not at all tragic
because the novel's audience knows that Ivy has overcome.
Her death, like her life and letters, is a celebration of
the woman and her endurance.

Like Alice Walker's Celie, Ivy

Rowe has endured and triumphed.

Celie and Ivy emerge from

these works as women of spirit, strength, and victory over a
society determined to repress them.

And a close analysis of

both works reveals a redefinition and a renewed int r st in
the the development of a "new" epistolary novel.
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IV.

Revival and Redefinition of the Epistolary Form:
The Achievement of Alice Walker and Lee Smith

Thus, the nineteen eighties gave the world of fiction
two strong character novels with underlying themes developed
within the text of the epistolary form.

The similarities

between these two works are numerous, and a close study of
them collectively reveals a future for a form which many
believed time had forgotten.

Both Alice Walker and Lee

Smith have created works depicting a celebration of life and
womanhood, a celebration that occurs as Celie and Ivy write
the stories of their lives.

The epistolary form allows them

this opportunity, and a close analysis reveals that both
authors use similar means to create this final atmosphere of
endurance and triumph.
The first, and most obvious, similarity between The
Color Purple and Fair and Tender Ladies rests with the form
itself.

Both novels are comprised entirely of letters.

Consequently, the development of plot, character, and theme
rests entirely with the authors' ability to create those
concepts through the letters that make up the work.

Th se
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letters reflect, for both Celie and Ivy, emotional growth,
experience, and a sense of self-discovery.

Walker and Smith

allow their protagonists to begin their writing early in
their lives so we, the readers, are able to see the gradual
changes that realistically take place in a person's
lifetime.

With each letter there are new discoveries and

realizations.

These discoveries and realizations are in

turn related, therefore creating the plot of the novel.
With the development of character and plot solved, both
Walker and Smith are able to produce a central theme, a
theme that is reflected in each letter written by the
respective heroines.
One of the

most basic elements inherent in the art of

fiction is the creation of a significant plot, one that
manages to grab the readers' attention.

Walker and Smith

accomplish this feat maste rfully from the opening lines of
the first letter in their respective works.

Walker's first

presentation of Celie requires a certain degree of sympathy
from the readers of Celie's first letter.

The letter,

addressed to God, nevertheless calls upon the reader for
help.

Celie is completely unaware of where she can turn to

for help; she writes in a sense of desperation.

H r youth
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prevents her from enjoying any control over her situation;
thus, we as readers are immediately called upon by the
protagonist to understand and help her.

A similar situation

faces the reader of Smith's Fair and Tender Ladies; here Ivy
Rowe's first letter is written to a young girl of presumably
her own age.

She tells her friend, Hanneke, all about her

life and loves high atop Sugar Mountain.

Here too Smith

asks the reader to become actively involved in the life of
her heroine.

Unlike Celie in her letter to God, Ivy expects

a letter in return.

She is yearning for attention, and we

as readers are asked to give her, and the aspects of her
life, that attention.

By telling us the particulars of her

life, she is inviting us into her problems and her triumphs.
Thus, from the very beginning these two novels ask their
readers to be more than just eavesdroppers; we are to become
active in the lives and development of these two characters.
The story of each of these two women characters becomes
a rather complex circle of physical and emotional triumphs
and tragedies.

This circle becomes complete as the letters

reveal their lives.
ways.

This storyline is played out in several

First, both Walker and Smith effectively divide the

letters into several significant groups.

For Celi

th se
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letters include the letters to God, the letters from Nettie,
and the letters to Nettie.

Each group of letters allows

Celie a certain degree of confidence, confidence that
becomes stronger as Celie turns from writing letters
entirely to God, to the desire to communicate with her
sister, to the need to address her existence in the world.
Likewise, the letters written by Ivy Rowe follow a distinct
pattern.

The letters here, though divided by the location

of their origin, are also divided in that each different
group of letters represents a different hardship in Ivy's
life.

The first letters establish Ivy as a person in the

mind of the reader.

These letters, written from Sugar Fork,

reveal a girl who is completely devoted to her family and
the tradition family life upholds.

The Sugar Fork letters

form the exposition of the novel and set a tone for Ivy's
fight to remain loyal to her family.

Smith's second bundle

of letters originates from Majestic, Virginia; they too
represent a hardship for Ivy as she must adjust to life
without her father, her sister Silvaney, and her mother.
The experiences in Majestic, and the letters written there,
form the basis for Ivy's emergence as an independent woman.
Like the letters to Celie from Nettie, these letters serv
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as the early form of self-discovery.

The hardships in Ivy's

life and her desire to communicate and thus purge them have
given rise to these letters, just as the letters from Nettie
prompt Celie to write letters in return.

Following the

death of Ivy's mother, she moves to the small mining town of
Diamond, Virginia; the third bundle of letters opens
here.

The death of her mother and the need to rid herself

of the grief prompt Ivy to write these letters, letters
which follow her life with her sister, Beulah, and her
husband.

The opening letter reveals that from the moment

that Ivy arrived in Diamond she was needed: "The very day I
got here Beulah had her baby . .

"(Smith 129).

The town

of Diamond and the hustle and bustle of the mining community
give Ivy plenty of subject matter for her letters.

She

writes to everyone from her grandmother, to her sister
Ethel, to Geneva, and to Silvaney.

The time that Ivy spends

in Diamond, Virginia, is similar to the period that Celie
spends caring for Shug.

Ivy becomes so caught up in what is

happening around her that she is able, at least temporarily,
to forget what has plagued her personal life.

The batch of

letters written by Celie during Shug Avery's illness also
reflects this incredible need to be needed.

These lett rs
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provide another division in the structure of both novels.
The remainder of the letters from Ivy Rowe originate
from high atop Sugar Fork mountain after Ivy returns there
with Oakley Fox.

The letters from Sugar Fork reflect the

culmination of Ivy's life.

In the course of these letters

she suffers through the deaths of her daughter, her
grandmother, and her husband.

The letters from Sugar Fork

present Ivy with the most difficult challenges in her life.
However, writing about those difficulties allows her to come
to terms with their magnitude.

Similarly the letters

written to Nettie allow Celie to come to terms with her
existence and her relationship with Mr. ___

Once Celie

finds out that Mr. ____ has kept these letters from her
so long, she begins to assert her own individuality and take
a stand in her life.

The letters from Nettie and her

attempts to relate and write to Nettie allow Celie this
ability.

For it is actually the letters from Nettie that

prompt Celie to come out of her internal shell and create a
life for herself.

Thus the significance of the letters in

both novels and their positioning allow for both the
unfolding of the plot and the developing characterization of
the two principal female leads.
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Authors employ many varying methods in creating the
characterization for any given piece of fiction.

The

characterization found in works of epistolary fiction
requires both a creative mind and an artistry with the pen,
for after all the authors of such works must allow their
characters to come to life through the use of letters.

In

an interview conducted at her home in Chapel Hill, North
Carolina, Lee Smith commented:
. it just seemed to me that with the use of
letters you could have all of this time existing
within the novel .

that wasn't written out

. . . I just loved the way someone could be
alluded to in letters and then exist.
(Personal Interview)
Indeed, such is apparent in the works of both Smith and
Walker.

Both authors effectively use the letters to create

a persona and thus a character.

Each character has a

physical description, performs various acts, has certain
emotions and reactions, and causes similar feelings in other
characters.

All of the aspects of these characters must

then unfold in the letter-writing process.

And it is

through this process that Smith and Walker create their
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protagonists and the people who influence their lives.
By actively involving the reader initially in both
novels, these authors ask the readers to participate in the
characterization presented.

we must garner our own

assumptions about the personas.

Both works begin with

allusions to the lifestyles of the protagonists.

In Ivy's

first letter we learn that Ivy is young, poor, and extremely
lonely for the friendship of someone her own age.

Likewise,

Celie's first letter depicts the longings of a
fourteen-year-old girl who is openly asking for answers.
Celie, too, i� poor with apparently minimal education.

Both

Walker and Smith allow the letters to reveal the lack of
formal learning for Celie and Ivy.

Both girls' early

letters are ridden with misspellings and grammatical
problems.

We also detect a dialect which can be attributed

to the South in Walker's work.

Though the setting is never

confirmed, we must assume the locale to be Georgia,
considering the reference to Macon and the trip to Memphis
later in the novel.

Ivy Rowe tells Hanneke all about her

locale; the early letters reveal a location somewhere in the
western mountains of Virginia.

By allowing the writer's

early letters to depict a lack of education and rev al

n
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impoverished rural Southern setting, Walker and Smith lay
the foundation for the growth and development of their
protagonists.
The time frame quickly takes precedence in the works.
Celie lives in a world of segregation, Packards, and Duke
Ellington.

Likewise, Ivy Rowe lives in a world without, for

the most part, electricity and contact with the outside
world.

Ivy, early on, mentions various dates which put the

opening of the work somewhere around 1910, for soon after
her writing begins World War I begins.
of Ivy's letters reveal a specific date.

Unlike Celie's, many
The course of the

dates runs from the early 1900's to the early 1970's, thus
spanning Ivy's entire lifetime.

Celie's letters do not

reveal specific dates; however, there are, allusions to the
World War II period.

Events occur and time passes, but we

are to believe that the time span here is of less
significance than the events which actually take place and
the impact they make upon Celie's life.

Celie's letters

reveal the progression from a young girl of fourteen to a
woman.

We also see the aging of both Nettie and Shug and

the gradual decline of Mr. --- in the course of the nov 1.
Yet, time appears to play a less important role in Th

Colo
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Purple than in Fair and Tender Ladies.
Lee Smith has commented that from the onset of writing
Fair and Tender Ladies she wanted "

. very much to write

a novel that would cover a woman's whole life"
(Personal Interview).

Smith says the epistolary form

allowed her to do that by creating and revealing the letters
that comprised one woman's life (Personal Interview).

And

indeed it is the passage of time and the desire to present
an entire life which allow for the contrasts in the
characterization found in both novels.

Smith's method of

characterization unfolds more through the significance of
events, whereas Walker uses the inward emotions as the
catalyst for her protagonist's writings.
From Celie's very first letter readers find a young
girl who is at odds with herself and her own mental/
emotional development.

She cannot deal openly with what has

happened to her; therefore, she writes it down in the hopes
that God will allow her to find the answers to her problems.
The actual events that occur within this novel are of less
importance because we see from the onset that there is some
conflict within Celie which must be solved.

She suff rs

from an inability to assert herself and gain her own
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independence.

Celie cannot verbalize her fears about the

man who appears to be her father; she cannot physically keep
him from Nettie; she cannot overcome her position as the
dutiful wife.

Eventually, she becomes physically worn down

and sick from her emotional turmoil.

Celie writes, "Bible

say, Honor Father and Mother no matter what.

Then after

while every time I got mad, or start to feel mad, I got
sick.

Felt like throwing up.

Terrible feeling. Then I

start to feel nothing at all'' (Walker 47).

The day-to-day

happenings that encompass Celie's letters reveal themselves
in terms of their effects on her emotional stability.

Thus,

Walker presents an epistolary work that will focus upon the
emotional development of a character, rather than the events
that structure her life.
With each letter, Celie questions some aspect of her
emotional development.
about her own sexuality.

The early letters reveal a question
She is confused as to why she must

be forced to succumb to the wills of the men in her life.
With Shug Avery's arrival Celie begins to question her role
as a wife.

Shug is entirely independent; she uses men to

her own advantage.

Celie's letters question why she has

been unable to do this.

When Shug becomes ill, Celie must
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both bring her back to life, and by doing so learn more
about the woman whom she initially envies.

For, before she

can respect Shug's approaches to life, she must first like
Shug Avery the person.
about the world.
think.

Celie writes, ''First time I think

What the world got to do with anything, I

The I see myself sitting there quilting tween Shug

Avery and Mr. ___. Us three set together gainst Tobias
and his fly speck box of chocolate.

For the first time in

my life I feel just right" (Walker 61).

As Celie begins to

appreciate Shug's viewpoint, she too begins to develop the
confidence she needs to assert her own freedom.

From this

point, Walker presents a character who is developing her own
sense of independence.

The letters contained within the

novel reflect that development; thus events and actions that
are not relative to this emotional development are omitted.
Celie's very next letter depicts her quilting with
Sofia.

Sofia's character traits reveal a woman who is

entirely unwilling to allow her husband to rule over her.
Celie begins to notice this quality:
I look out across the yard.

I see Sofia dragging

a ladder and then lean it up gainst the hous
She wear an old pear of Harpo pants.

Got her h

d
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tied up in a headrag.

She clam up the ladder to

the roof, begin to hammer nails.
the yard like shots.

Sound echo cross

(Walker 64)

From this point onward Celie's letters relate events that
become significant in influencing her to become an
independent, assertive person.
When Celie writes of her fears and heartache over
Shug's decision to leave, she reveals a situation wherein
Celie herself must overcome her sense of dependence upon
others.

Shug's departure forces Celie to deal directly with

her situation.

When Shug returns with a new husband Celie

realizes that she is entirely on her own.

She comes to the

realization that she must depend entirely upon herself.
This new sense of self-determination allows Celie to deal
with the idea that Albert has kept Nettie's letters from her
all these years.

After hearing of Albert's deception Celie

writes, "All day long I act just like Sofia.
mutter to

myself.

blood.

In my

way" (Walker 115).

I stutter, I

I stumble bout the house crazy for Mr.
mind, he falling dead every which a
Reading each letter from Nettie, Celie

grows in her determination to overcome Albert.
out Celie's importance to her:

Shug points

"You do all the work around
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here" (Walker 136).

Shug prompts Celie to work for her own

well being, work to develop her own strength to combat
Albert:

"And everyday we going to read Nettie's letters and

sew" (Walker 137).

With the knowledge that Nettle is alive

and her growing self-confidence, Walker presents a character
who is gradually, through each letter, becoming whole.
The letters from Nettie continue, each giving Celie a
certain degree of confidence and the hope that someday she
and Nettie will be reunited.

Finally Nettie reveals to

Celie that the man who raped her as a child was indeed not
her father.

The revelation has such an impact upon Celie

that she is able to turn her back on Albert and men in
general and go to Memphis with Shug.

This affirmation

allows Celie to see that she cannot depend upon anyone but
herself to resolve her own fears and anxieties.

She

realizes that all the while she was writing to God to ask
for answers the answers were squarely before her.

Her next

letter, addressed to God, reads, "You must be sleep" (Walker
16 3)
Celie then turns to addressing letters to Nettie; her
outward motion is complete.

Celie writes,

Well, us talk and talk bout God, but I'm still
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adrift.

Trying to chase that old white man out of

my head.

I been so busy thinking bout him I never

truly notice nothing God make.

Not a blade of

corn (how it do that?) not the color purple (where
it come from?) Not the little wildflowers.
Nothing.
The rest of the
things.

(Walker 179)

novel depicts a woman who notices those

Celie grows from being an introverted dependent

woman to being a woman determined to overcome and endure.
The idea of her sister's death is a great blow; nevertheless
Celie survives the rumor.
reckoned with.

Her strength is a force to be

She is determined that no one will control

her life: "Shug write me she coming home.
life or not?

I be so calm.

Now.

Is this

If she come, I be happy. If she

don't, I be content" (Walker 247).

The closing letter

affirms this contentment and happiness.

Celie addresses her

letter to the world, revealing that in her turmoil she found
a will and desire much stronger than the men who sought to
hold her down.

Walker's novel characterizes the emotional

development of a woman through the events that are
significant to that development.
Lee Smith

characterizes the emotional development of
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Ivy Rowe, while also allowing us to witness the unfolding
events of her life.

Smith's

approach is both intensely

personal and psychological, yet it remains a chronological
development of the life of one woman.

Rather than allowing

the events which the letters encompass to influence the life
of the protagonist, Smith allows the events of her
protagonist's life to influence the letters.

Whereas

Celie's letters allow her to find her inner self, Ivy's
letters reveal her inner self.

The letters both tell the

stories that make up Ivy's life and reveal the ways in which
Ivy deals with those events.
within the text of this novel.

Plot and characterization fuse
Previous epistolary works,

including Walker's novel, focused primarily upon
characterization; plot became secondary.

Smith's novel

reveals a new direction for the form, one that encompasses
plot, characterization and a well-developed theme.
Prompted to use the epistolary form because of its
adaptability to the time span of a person's life, Lee Smith
commented that "I loved the way that somebody could be
alluded to [in letters] a couple of times and then would
exist" (Personal Interview).

Indeed Smith's characters com

to life in a way few epistolary novels before her have
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managed to do.

Within the text of the first letter Ivy

Rowe's entire family takes shape.

The amazing amount of

detail contained within this first letter not only asks that
the reader become an active participant here, but also asks
the reader to get to know the characters introduced.

The

plot unfolds as Ivy tells her family and friends about the
goings on in her life.

But more importantly as that plot

unfolds, Ivy grows both physically and emotionally.

Whereas

Celie appears to write only when she cannot communicate
verbally about a problem or crisis, Ivy needs no excuse to
write.

Ivy loves to recreate, and although sometimes it may

be painful, she sees that by recreating she can purge
herself of the bottled emotions.

Celie, on the other hand,

finds it painful to write about the things that harm her.
Her introverted manner prompts her to write.

But by the end

of the novel she turns outward, and thus we must believe
that she will not need to write any more.

For she has lost

her faith in God's hearing of her problems, her sister has
returned home, and she has regained that faith.

However,

Ivy suffers from a desire to hold onto her family ties and a
desire to be a writer.

These two desires prompt her to

write and in doing so allow her to both recreate the

v nts
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of her life and learn to deal with them.
With different motivations behind their writings, it
becomes apparent that the characterization of these two
The development of Ivy's

women will take shape differently.

character is closely tied to the events in the plot.
each event in her life, Ivy changes.

With

Her growth as a

character is directly dependent upon the plot.

The five

distinct bundles of letters represent five very distinct
periods of growth for the main character.

The first group

of letters presents Ivy as a young naive girl, who knows
little of life beyond Sugar Fork.

Her life changes in the

course of these letters as she loses Silvaney to a home in
Roanoke, and her father dies.

The final letter in the first

bundle marks that growth as Ivy realizes that her life will
never be the same again:
Oh Daddy Daddy when I think of all them that are
dead and gone, and of all that has happened.

I

dont want nothing else to hapen to me, ever.

I do

not even want to be in love any more, nor write of
love, as it is scary .
in this world.

Too many things can happen

(Smith 76)

Whereas Celie writes and then comes to terms with her
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problems, Ivy meets her problems head on, writes about them,
and moves on.

She leaves Sugar Fork Mountain unaware of

what lies ahead of her, but determined that she can face it.
The focal point for the second group of letters is
Ivy's sexual awakening and the implications that it brings
upon her life.

The plot here revolves around her life at

Geneva's boarding house and her relationship with Lonnie
Rash.

Finding herself pregnant and unmarried with Lonnie

fighting the war in Europe, Ivy has no choice but to forge a
way for herself and her unborn child.

Smith characterizes

Ivy Rowe with a built-in amount of self-confidence:
I feel strong. I feel good, and I have to say I am
excited to leave, for you know I have always
wanted to travel.
. . .

I am ready to get out of here!

And I will tell you something else that may

sound crazy Silvaney, I think my baby is excited
too, I think I can feel her moving.
another thing.

And this is

I know she is a little girl.

I

will raise her so good up on Diamond Mountain
where no body will know her mother is your ruint
sister . . . . (Smith 125)
This letter concludes the second bundle of letters and marks
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Ivy 's departure from Majestic.
The bundle of letters which forms the middle of the

novel also encompasses the most pivotal points in Ivy's
development as a character.

Smith uses two events here to

characterize the growing strength and maturity of Ivy.
Ivy's aff air with Franklin Ransom presents her with the
antithesis of love.

The cave-in at the mine provides the

drama t hat allows Ivy to realize the real love she has for
Oakley Fox.

And it is this love that will sustain her for

t he rest of her life.

Ivy writes,

But I still couldn't leave.

My mind fluttered and

fluttered and finally landed, and then I knew who
I was waiting for . . . and why I couldn't leave.
It was close to dawn and not many were left on the
hill when they called his name.

Oakley Fox!

(Smith 172)
H aving learned the lessons about death, birth, and true
love, Ivy returns to her home on Sugar Fork Mountain.
letters here are divided into two bundles.

The

The first bundle

climaxes with the simultaneous death of her daughter and th
renewal of her love for Oakley.

Suffering from guilt for

being away with Honey Breeding at Luida's death prompts Ivy
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to reevaluate her life and realize that her true love is
indeed Oakley, and it is Oakley who truly understands her.
The second bundle of letters from Sugar Fork depicts a
character willing to share the lessons that life has taught
Ivy gives advice to her children, mourns the loss of

her.

her husband, and celebrates the life she has lived.
Rowe's life becomes real as she writes of it.

Ivy

The writing

allows Ivy to look inward and contemplate her emotional
being.

However, Walker's Celie is desperately trying to get

out, for only by facing the world head on can a character
then look back and rediscover his or her own psyche.

Both

novels conclude with a celebration of life, a celebration of
endurance and triumph for two women who have borne more than
their share of trials and tragedies.
Thematically, Alice Walker and Lee Smith's novels
intersect.

Whereas the importance of plot and the methods

of characterization vary in degrees, both novels set forth a
theme of endurance and triumph early on.

As Walker opens

her novel Celie is confronted with a difficult and very
adult situation.

She must endure and overcome this

situation in order to survive.

Likewise, Ivy quickly find

her world shattered by the realities of death, family
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responsibilities, and marital obligations.

Both characters

seek their own solutions, solutions which at least in part
involve the writing process, and thus a gradual purging of
grief and emotional instability.

Celie's final letter

addresses the entire world, a world where now Celie can
function as an equal.

She has endured the trials, has

overcome the pain, and is now willing to face any and all
problems squarely.

Ivy's final letter too summarizes all of

the ups and downs in her life.

The hopes and dreams, the

loves and hates, the lives and deaths, all reappear in this
letter; there are no regrets for Ivy Rowe.

Ivy Rowe does

not die at the conclusion of her final letter; rather she
lives; she triumphs.

All of her love and her hope and her

triumph live on in her readers, whether they be the literal
readers in the text, or the audience for the novel.

Ivy

recalls the words of her father, "Slow down, slow down now,
Ivy. This is the taste of Spring" (Smith 316).

Both Celie

and Ivy have tasted of life and prevailed; Walker's and
Smith's celebration of life not only strengthens the canon
of contemporary fiction, but they also redefine a seemingly
archaic form.
In discussing her craft and the writing of Fair and
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Tender Ladies Lee Smith commented,
You can never separate a novel . . .
from what you are doing at the time when
you're writing it.

I do think these things

(personal crises] crept into the book and
writing the book became terribly important
to me

I could sit down and be Ivy and

handle it.

It was like writing a role model

for myself at the same time. (Personal Interview)
This novel is, in many ways, therapeutic as it presents
readers with alternative ways in which to deal with
problems.

Similarly Alice Walker has stated, "Writing

permits me to be more than I am.

Writing permits me to

experience life as any number of strange creations" (Tate
Indeed for both Smith and

185).

Walker the writing of

these novels "signified," signified a certain degree of
personal growth as well as literary growth.
Alice Walker and Lee Smith have revived a form which
seemed doomed to the context of literary history books.

But

more importantly Walker and Smith redefined the epistolary
novel.

They have reshaped a form which focused primarily on

character into a form which combines more significant plots,
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more complex methods of characterization, and stronger
thematic concerns.

Walker's depiction of a vulnerable young

b l ack woman and her quest for strength marks a departure
from the superficial heroines of earlier epistolary works.
Lee Smith furthers that form with the depiction of a woman"s
life and emotional growth.

A century ago few scholars would

have predicted the revival of such a form; thus, who can
Predict the future for the form a century from now?
However, building on the past histo ry of the epistolary
novel, Alice Walker and Lee Smith have reshaped and
redirected the gradual evolution of the novel genre.

The

study of literature requires speculation on the part of the
student; perhaps we can speculate that both Alice Walker and
Lee Smith have created models for the future epistolary
novel and enhanced the tradition of the genre itself, only
time holds the answers.
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